This essay introduces the reader to narrative texts that portray European and Asian cultural relations within the context of the French colonial presence in Southeast Asia. In the first four decades of the twentieth century, French male novelists-not all of them "colons"-regularly wrote about the cultural influence of Southeast Asia on French colonials, whether they be businessmen, military personnel, or colonial civil servants.
tioning of the very notion of civilization, for instance, and attempts to "integrate" or "assimilate" the other through knowledge may result in a cultural "disintegration" of a French male character. Indeed, where the French were concerned, the experience of the other that is highlighted by this type of acculturation frequently takes the form of a transgressive acculturation and a repudiation of European civilizational models.
Such occurrences highlight a fundamental threat to the French colonial identity, and, beyond it, articulate a profound and powerful challenge to the Weltanschauung of modern Western development. Most frequently, these types of rejection proceed as a result of cognitive, perspectival, psychological, and/or intellectual changes in the French protagonist. In this essay, I focus on three major catalysts of change that recur regularly in the narratives of the four first decades of the twentieth century-sexual interaction with Southeast Asian women, the discovery of nature and pre-industrial lifestyles, and an encounter with forms of Asian religions and spirituality.
Asian female characters constitute the literary epitome of "otherness." The subtle dialectics of attraction and fear involved in their relationship with European male characters recapitulates the ambiguity of the "colonial" acculturation experience. In fact, the colonial enterprise is imbued with representations of masculine domination and subjugation, and the "passivity" of Asian cultures often functions as a most suggestive representation. The industrial revolution and secularization of the social and psychological spheres constitute two emblems of this "masculinity": industry and technology are determining weapons at the service of the European colonial endeavor, while secularism appears as a "male" emancipation from a divine rule. As such, it represents a philosophical prerequisite for the full manifestation of conquering freedom. The sexual "metaphor" is therefore a powerful matrix of complex ideological meanings: it conveys a sense of civilizational affirmation, epitomized by the "erotic conquest" of the Asian woman, but it may also operate as the catalyst of a shift, the Asian woman becoming the means and symbol of an "uncivilizing" pull.
The Southeast Asian Woman
From 1900 to 1940, French novels on Southeast Asia were frequently named for their native female characters. Let us mention the examples of Pierre Billotey's Sao Kéo ou le bonheur immobile (Sao Kéo or the Unmovable Happiness), Roland Meyer's Saramani, danseuse cambodgienne (Saramani, Cambodian Dancer), Henry Casseville's Sao, l'amoureuse tranquille (Sao, the Peaceful Lover), Antonin Baudenne and Gaston Starbach's Sao Tiampa, épouse laotienne (Sao Tiampa, Lao Wife) and Louis-Charles Royer's Kham la Laotienne (Kham the Lao Woman). As this practice suggests, the literary figure known as the "Asian Eve" played a particularly crucial role in these novels. As mentioned, an intercultural experience lay at the core of most "colonial novels" written during the era of the French Union Indochinoise . The catalyst and narrative symbol of that encounter was a European colonial male's sexual-and sometimes marital-encounter with a Vietnamese, Cambodian, or Laotian female.
